The History and Organization of Mixed Martial Arts


Glance at the latest sports newspaper (スポーツ新聞) or turn on the television set, and you will invariably hear news of K-1 or PRIDE.  The most recent K1 event, “Dynamite!!” usurped the annual broadcast of the Red and White Singing Battle (紅白歌合戦) as the most widely viewed program on New Year’s Eve.  Such results confirm that professional fighting, or “battle” (バトル) is  one of Japan’s most popular spectator sports. 

The sport is a hybrid of martial arts like karate and jujitsu, professional wrestling, and boxing.  K-1, a league managed by the Fighting and Entertainment Group, describes its fighting as “standing technique martial arts fighting” (立ち技格闘技).  The name K-1 itself is an abbreviation of “karate or kung-fu” and “number one”, so the appellation suggests that K-1 is the premier martial arts venue.  PRIDE, managed by Dream Stage Entertainment, alludes to its style as “MMA”, or “mixed martial arts”.    PRIDE indicates that it originates from a brand of fighting called vale tudo (Portuguese for “anything goes”) which began in Brazil.  This fighting style apparently gained popularity in America during the 1990s.  Professional wrestling, which has considerable overlap in the type of moves practiced, has been popular in Japan since the wrestler Rikidozan (力道山)　appeared in 1951.  Shootfighting, which became an organized sport in 1976, also has much in common with the style of PRIDE and K-1.  Analogs in other countries include the Ultimate Fighting Championship, which focuses primarily on the United States.  
 Each combatant has a cachet of moves and is identified by a particular style of fighting he practices, as well as the organization (団体) he represents.  Competitors hail from countries in Europe, Asia, and the Americas.  Many of the participants have transitioned from other athletic careers such as American football, professional boxing, and sumo.  The former World Heavyweight Champion, Mike Tyson, was rumored to be under contract with both K-1 and PRIDE, but he has yet to appear in a bout.  Some fighters have reached superstar status, propelling them into television appearances and commercials.  Bob Sapp, a 2005 K-1 Japan GP champion has released a musical CD.
 Seasonal events are held at arenas throughout Japan (Tokyo, Osaka, Sapporo, etc) and occasionally overseas in locations such as Paris, California, and Las Vegas.  The format for the competition is either a single-elimination tournament or a card of several fights, with each fighter competing once.  Some of the contests may decide titles in different weight classes.  The names of recent competitions include the K-1 “Fields Premium 2006 Dynamite!!” in Osaka and the PRIDE “Otoko Matsuri 2006” in Saitama prefecture. Champions who won events in 2006 are Emilianenko Fedor of Russia (PRIDE Heavyweight Champion) and Sem Schilt of the Netherlands (K-1 2006 World Grand Prix Champion).  
Another interesting aspect of the matches is the variation in divisions and rules.  K-1 governs matches by both “K-1 Rules” for the upper-division bouts and “HERO’S Rules” for lighter-weight fighters who are not yet ready for the K-1 stage.  K-1 itself has three separate sets of regulations:  WorldMAX, Japan GP, and World GP.  PRIDE lists rules for:  PRIDE Official, PRIDE GP Open Weight, and PRIDE Nevada. PRIDE Bushido (武士道) is analogous to “HERO’S”, as it is a league designated for lighter-weight competitors.
 

 While the sport of mixed martial arts lacks the tradition of kendo or judo, it provides an entertaining diversion.  In addition, the tremendous popularity of K-1 and PRIDE makes knowledge of these leagues useful in casual conversation with members of their fan base, who are ubiquitous in Tokyo.  Thus, observation of the next televised bout should provide an amusing and insightful exposure to a significant facet of Japanese popular culture.
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